A major effort is to be made in Scotland to improve the early detection and early treatment of cancer with the aim of extending survival rates, which continue to lag behind the rest of Europe.
The Scottish government has promised to spend £30m (€35m; $49m) over the next four years on a series of measures that it estimates will improve early diagnosis by 25% and save around 300 lives a year.
It has also been announced that the breast cancer screening service in Scotland will be reviewed for the first time since it was set up in 1989. This is designed to identify the most cost and clinically effective way to deliver the service in the future.
A draft implementation plan has been drawn up, setting out how improved early cancer detection can be achieved. It includes: improving participation in screening programmes; raising public awareness of the importance of early detection; working with GPs to promote earlier referral or investigation; and preparing hospital services to respond effectively to increasing numbers of patients referred with early signs of disease.
The plan focuses on the three most common cancers in Scotland-breast, bowel, and lung-and there will be consultation with clinicians, cancer charities, and the public before the final plan is approved.
The draft plan suggests that tools to aid decision making may be provided for GPs and local support offered to practices where cancer referral rates are below local averages.
Sarah Woolnough, Cancer Research UK's director of policy, said: "Despite huge improvements in recent decades, research shows that one of the major reasons that cancer survival in Scotland still lags behind the best performing countries in the world is late diagnosis. We also know that inequalities persist, with people from lower socioeconomic groups less likely to be diagnosed at an early stage. And when cancer is detected early, treatment is more likely to be effective.
"Cancer Research UK looks forward to working with the Scottish government to improve symptom awareness among the public, encourage prompt visits to the doctor, and support GPs to diagnose cancer as early as possible."
The primary aim of the first ever review of the breast cancer screening programme in Scotland will be to ensure it is able to adapt to meet future challenges. The review will focus on identifying the system which is most cost and clinically effective and will examine if mammography should continue to be provided as a national service or responsibility transferred to local health services to fund, plan, and manage.
Although research has questioned the role of mammography in reducing breast cancer deaths, this will not be considered as part of the review, nor will the rationale behind screening, the methods used, and the current age eligibility be covered.
The latest figures show that around 75% of eligible women attended breast screening in Scotland in 2009-10. More than 1400 cancers were detected in these 173 000 women.
